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1. Engage and encourage action (reduce access) 2. Remove obstacles

Overview

Background and rationale

Communication and counseling

Community resources

@Emmy Betz

Background and Rationale
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US suicide rates are rising
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Total suicides

Firearm suicides (~50%)

@Emmy Betz

Fatal suicides

Firearm
Suffocation
Poisoning
Jump
Cut
Other

Nonfatal suicide attempts
CDC WISQARS; MeansMatter.org@Emmy Betz

Risk factors
(individual, 

environmental, 
population)

Delay
Temporarily or 
permanently

Substitution
Different method 

(less lethal)

Death

Survival

Suicide 
attempt

Suicidal 
ideation

Suicidal 
intent

Reduce Access to Lethal Means

@Emmy Betz

Sri Lanka: 
Pesticides = #1 method of 
suicide
1996: Banned most 
highly-toxic pesticides
Suicide rates dropped 
50% (1996 to 2005)

Britain: 
Domestic gas = #1 
method of suicide
By 1970, gas changed to 
be non-toxic
Suicide rates dropped 
~33%

Israeli military: 
Most suicides by gun, on 
weekend
2006: Required soldiers to 
leave weapons on base 
Suicide rates dropped 
40%

Gunnell 2007. Int’l J of Epidemiology; Kreitman 1976, Brit J Prev Soc Med; Lubin 2010, Suic & Life-Threat Behavior.@Emmy Betz

1. timing
The final decision to 

attempt suicide often 
occurs within only 

minutes

Hawton K. Crisis. 2007
Deisenhammer EA et al. J Clin Psychiatry. 2009@Emmy Betz
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The Houston Study: Nearly Lethal Suicide Attempts - N=153 (15-34 year olds) 

time between deciding to attempt suicide and taking action

@Emmy Betz

2. prognosis
Only 10% of people with suicidal thoughts or 
behavior later die by suicide

Owens D et al. British Journal of Psychiatry. 2002@Emmy Betz

3. lethality
85-90% of people who use a gun to 
attempt suicide die

Spicer RS et al. AJPH. 2000

Where 
there are 

more guns, 
there are 

more 
suicides

Miller M et al. Annu Rev Public Health. 2012
Anglemyer A et al. Ann Intern Med. 2014

Hemenway D. Ann Intern Med. 2014
Betz ME et al. Suicide Life Threat Behav. 2011

• States with more firearms have higher 
suicide rates
– Differences in state suicide rates 

better explained by levels of 
household gun ownership than by 
mental health problems, suicidal 
ideation, or suicide attempts

@Emmy Betz

Miller M et al. Annu Rev Public Health. 2012
Anglemyer A et al. Ann Intern Med. 2014

Hemenway D. Ann Intern Med. 2014
Betz ME et al. Suicide Life Threat Behav. 2011

• States with more firearms have higher 
suicide rates
– Differences in state suicide rates 

better explained by levels of 
household gun ownership than by 
mental health problems, suicidal 
ideation, or suicide attempts

• Gun in the home  >3x risk of 
completed suicide

Where 
there are 

more guns, 
there are 

more 
suicides

@Emmy Betz

Miller M et al. Annu Rev Public Health. 2012
Anglemyer A et al. Ann Intern Med. 2014

Hemenway D. Ann Intern Med. 2014
Betz ME et al. Suicide Life Threat Behav. 2011

• States with more firearms have higher 
suicide rates
– Differences in state suicide rates 

better explained by levels of 
household gun ownership than by 
mental health problems, suicidal 
ideation, or suicide attempts

• Gun in the home  >3x risk of 
completed suicide

• Adults in households with firearms are 
not more depressed or suicidal…yet far 
more likely to die by suicide

Where 
there are 

more guns, 
there are 

more 
suicides

@Emmy Betz
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firearms
@Emmy Betz

357 
million
guns 317 
million
people

@Emmy Betz @Emmy Betz

@Emmy Betz

Geography
Children in home

Owns for protection
Owns handgun
Carried in last month

Political affiliation
Belief in firearm – suicide relationship

Berrigan et al 2019@Emmy Betz
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In home 
storage 
options

@Emmy Betz

Out-of-
home 

storage 
options

@Emmy Betz

• Universal background check law
– Background checks required for for gun sales from a federally licensed dealer and also for 

private sales
– Must be completed before any transfer (check is on proposed transferee); check often run by a 

licensed dealer
– ~$7, takes ~15 minutes

A B

Check on B

Check on A

McCourt et al. Temporary Transfer of Firearms From the Home to Prevent Suicide: Legal 
Obstacles and Recommendations. JAMA Intern Med. 2017 Jan 1;177(1):96-101

Laws vary by state

@Emmy Betz

Federal background checks

@Emmy Betz

Felony

Domestic violence

Marijuana user

Mental illness – COURT judgment

Federal background checks

@Emmy Betz Gibbons MJ et al. Am J Public Health. 2020@Emmy Betz
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@Emmy Betz

Communication and Counseling

@Emmy Betz

Counseling may affect home storage

@Emmy Betz

Yet <50% of suicidal ED patients have 
documented counseling

Counseling may affect home storage

@Emmy Betz

Yet <50% of suicidal ED patients have documented 
counseling

Barriers: Time, comfort, lack of role 
clarity, lack of protocols or 
resources

Counseling may affect home storage

@Emmy Betz

Counseling about voluntarily
reducing access to firearms 
for someone at risk of suicide

 Safest: Out of home 
(temporary)

 Locked storage in 
home

@Emmy Betz
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What do patients want?

• Patient-centered care
• Counseling that is

individualized and 
routine

• Advise, don’t lecture
• Be knowledgeable

Becher EC et al. Am J Public Health 2000;  Betz & Wintemute JAMA. 2015. Olson et al. Inj Prev. 2007; Price JH et al. J 
Emerg Med 2013; Sege RD et al. Pediatrics 2006; Vriniotis M et al. Suicide Life Threat Behav. 2015; Wintemute et al 

Annals Internal Med 2016. 

OK to 
ask!
70%

Patients’ Opinions on 
Discussing Firearms

@Emmy Betz

“Hey, let me hold your guns for a while” 
messaging for firearm suicide prevention

Pallin et al 2019; Stanley et al 2017

Lethal means restriction  lethal means safety

@Emmy Betz

Eg: “What do you think about storing your guns off-site until the situation 
improves?” 
Eg: “Have you thought about how to keep your kids safe around your 
guns?”
Eg: “Let’s talk about how to lower the risk of your boyfriend hurting or killing 
you.”

NOT give up,  dispose of, relinquish your guns

Focus on the (hopefully) temporary nature of both the risk and relocation of 
the guns

"ASKING is not the problem, it is the 
SHARING with the Government/ THIRD 
PARTIES that becomes the issue!”

Knoepke et al, West J Emerg Med. 2017

@Emmy Betz

Action

Home 
safety

Meds?Firearms?

Engage & 
educate

NIMH: R34 MH113539 (PI: Betz) A Patient Decision Aid to Augment Lethal Means Counseling for Suicidal Patients
Betz ME et al. 'Lock to Live': development of a firearm storage decision aid to enhance lethal means counselling and prevent suicide. Inj Prev. 2018 Oct 13. 

“Lock to Live” 
//lock2live.org

@EmmyBetz

@EmmyBetz

Engage & 
educate

//lock2live.org
@EmmyBetz

Firearms?

Engage & 
educate

//lock2live.org
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@EmmyBetz

Preference questions
“How open are you to storing your 

firearms temporarily with someone 
else, away from your home?”

//lock2live.org
@EmmyBetz

Preference questions

“When looking for storage options, 
how concerned are you about cost?”

“How open are you to storing your 
firearms temporarily with someone 
else, away from your home?”

//lock2live.org

@EmmyBetz

Preference questions

“How open are you to storage 
options that involve a background 
check?”

“When looking for storage options, 
how concerned are you about cost?”

“How open are you to storing your 
firearms temporarily with 
someone else, away from your 
home?”

//lock2live.org
@EmmyBetz

Meds?Firearms?

Engage & 
educate

//lock2live.org

@EmmyBetz

Home 
safety

Meds?Firearms?

Engage & 
educate

//lock2live.org
@EmmyBetz

Action

Home 
safety

Meds?Firearms?

Engage & 
educate

//lock2live.org
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@EmmyBetz
//lock2live.org

@EmmyBetz

@EmmyBetz

Other content considerations

Emphasize messages of 
hope

//lock2live.org
@EmmyBetz

Other content considerations

Emphasize messages of 
hope

Encourage help from trusted 
others

//lock2live.org

@EmmyBetz

Other content considerations

Emphasize messages of 
hope

Encourage help from trusted 
others

Normalize both suicide risk 
and temporary storage 
changes

//lock2live.org
@EmmyBetz

Other content considerations

Emphasize messages of 
hope

Encourage help from trusted 
others

Normalize both suicide risk 
and temporary storage 
changes

Ensure confidentiality
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Out-of-
home 

storage 
options

@Emmy Betz

Out-of-home storage options

Law enforcement 
(75% offer)

Gun shops 
(48% offer)

Other:
Pawn shops
Armories
Storage sites

0% 20% 40% 60% 80%

No reason given

Travelling

Visitors coming

Told to remove guns (court)

Concerned about mental illness

Healthcare provider asks for help

Gun retailer (n=95) Law enforcement (n=448)

Runyan et al. Am J Public Health.2017
Pierpoint et al. Inj Prev 2018.@Emmy Betz

Out-of-home storage options

• Law 
enforcement 
(75% offer)

• Gun shops 
(48% offer)

• Other:
– Pawn shops
– Armories
– Storage sites

0% 20% 40% 60% 80%

No reason given

Travelling

Visitors coming

Told to remove guns (court)

Concerned about mental illness

Healthcare provider asks for help

Gun retailer (n=95) Law enforcement (n=448)

Runyan et al. Law Enforcement and Gun Retailers as Partners for Safely Storing Guns to Prevent Suicide: A Study in 8 Mountain West States Am J Public Health.2017
Pierpoint et al. Gun retailers as storage partners for suicide prevention: what barriers need to be overcome? Inj Prev 2018.

Barriers:
• Liability while storing
• Liability about returning

@Emmy Betz

Firearm storage maps

https://coloradofirearmsafetycoalition.org/gun-storage-map/

Kelly et al 2020@Emmy Betz

WHY? 
HOW?

https://bit.ly/2N8TQ3i

@Emmy Betz
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@Emmy Betz

Community Resources

Higher level / community efforts

Suicide Prevention Partnerships with Gun Owner Groups

Barber et al. Reducing Suicides Through Partnerships Between Health Professionals and Gun 
Owner Groups—Beyond Docs vs Glocks. JAMA Internal Med 2017;177(1):5-6.

New Hampshire 
Firearm Safety Coalition

@Emmy Betz @Emmy Betz

GUN
SHOP

PROJECTS

Polzer et al. Inj Prev. 2020

GUN
SHOP

PROJECTS

@Emmy Betz

Community 
building & 
messaging

GUN
SHOP

PROJECTS

Polzer et al. Inj Prev. 2020

GUN
SHOP

PROJECTS

@Emmy Betz
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GUN
SHOP

PROJECTS

Community 
building & 
messaging

Polzer et al. Inj Prev. 2020

GUN
SHOP

PROJECTS

@Emmy Betz Polzer et al. Inj Prev. 2020@Emmy Betz

https://vimeo.com/175761640

https://vimeo.com/175761640

Temporary

Voluntary

Messaging

Trusted

@Emmy Betz

https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=-fGHTvTsApg

https://vimeo.com/175761640

https://vimeo.com/175761640
@Emmy Betz

Community 
building & 
messaging

Similar education 
and outreach

GUN
SHOP

PROJECTS

Polzer et al. Inj Prev. 2020

GUN
SHOP

PROJECTS

@Emmy Betz
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GUN
SHOP

PROJECTS

Similar education 
and outreach

GUN
SHOP

PROJECTS

Polzer et al. Inj Prev. 2020

Community 
building & 
messaging

@Emmy Betz

Variations and 
challenges

GUN
SHOP

PROJECTS

Polzer et al. Inj Prev. 2020

GUN
SHOP

PROJECTS

Similar education 
and outreach

Community 
building & 
messaging

@Emmy Betz

Overview

Background and rationale

Communication and counseling

Community resources

@Emmy Betz
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